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URBAN SYMMETRY 
M. DI CERBO 
33 Howard Street, New York, NY 10013, U.S.A. 
Abstract--The author eveals his source of inspiration, the urban grandeur of the American city. He 
discusses his interpretation f this subject matter, and the influences other artists have had on his work. 
He describes the mediums he works in, drawings, prints and paintings; their particular qualities and how 
each process effects his personal expression. 
I was born in Paterson, N.J., which is located 20 miles northwest of New York City. My family 
made frequent rips to New York, and as far back as I can remember, I felt awestruck when 
approaching the George Washington Bridge, one of the numerous monumental structures that 
dominate the Manhattan skyline. I have always had a great interest in architecture. I attended 
college in New York and started painting my urban images in my last year of graduate school. 
I began by sketching the buildings of lower Manhattan. Shortly afterwards I stopped working 
from life and my compositions, although based on the architecture of Manhattan, became my own 
urban fantasies. Like all artists, I was also affected by other works of art. I was particularly 
influenced by a group of painters, who came to be known as the "Precisionists". Charles Sheeler, 
and in a more romantic mode Edward Hopper, were of prime importance. Their themes were often 
extracted from the urban environment and their styles ranged from a photographic realism to a 
Cubistic and almost Futuristic abstraction. This style first appeared in the 1920s. These artists were 
applying the lessons of European modernism, particularly the analytical methodology of Cubism 
to the American subject. 
My work is certainly Americana, but there is no influence of Cubism. While the Precisionists 
started from reality, my roots were in non-objective painting. The Precisionist painting process 
entailed constant editing. I create linear blocks that, with added details, become skyscrapers 
revealed in their most primal state. My work is Classical in approach. I start out, by challenging 
myself with technical problems involving the use of perspective and the use of color. The concrete, 
steel and glass of the American city are my sources of inspiration. I try to capture my sense of 
urban elegance, by composing a geometry of forms with patterns of intense light and lyrical colors, 
that allude to the soaring architecture of skyscrapers. I present the city from the perspective of both 
an ant and eagle; buildings reaching endlessly upward or falling to infinite chasms below. 
I begin with a small sketch, that has three or more vanishing points. I violate the laws of modern 
perspective. I am interested in drama not accuracy. I strive for a vision of pure energy and raw 
forces. I change and rework this sketch, playing with angles and shapes, until I arrive at a 
satisfactory composition of basic forms. This sketch, which is usually done on tracing paper, is 
transposed on to rag paper. I then add the windows and other architectural details and the buildings 
come to life. To achieve the dark tonal areas, graphite pencil is applied in a rubbing fashion, similar 
to the way children use crayons. The gray areas are obtained by applying a light coat of pencil, 
then rubbing this area with a shading pencil stump until the desired effect is achieved. 
The light areas are achieved, by applying a light coat of pencil, then erasing most of the pencil 
with a kneaded eraser. Several coats of these techniques are usually needed; a workable fixitive is 
applied between coats. The last step is applying a permanent sealer. In Metope (Fig. 1), the viewer 
is at a higher point than any of the buildings pictured, and if he or she is looking out of a window, 
they would have to lean out in order to gain this viewpoint. There is a strong directional pull from 
the bottom left of the picture to the rear, a vertical pull form the bottom to the top and a more 
subtle horizontal tug from right to left. The vanishing points are extreme; in this composition as 
well as my lastest works, there are no side vanishing points. This helps to reinforce the feeling of 
power that large structures impart. Your eyes are drawn into the composition, then arrested by 
the groundplane and the block of buildings that arise from it. Your eyes move up these buildings 
to the rooftops which then pull you towards the background and top of the drawing. 
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Fig. 1. Metope; drawing, graphite on paper, 15½ x 12½", 1986. (Collection: The Next City Corporation, 
New York.) In this composition, the observer is leaning out of a window. 
The best of these "finished drawings" become paintings and or prints. All of my prints are 
intaglios. The processes of etching, aquatint and drypoint are included in each print. First I 
aquatint he plate and achieve a range of tonal areas. Then I reinforce these areas with line etching. 
The subtle effects are produced with drypoint tools. 
In Uptown (Fig. 2), one is drawn into the composition from the right side. Because of the way 
we read in the Western world, we tend to view things from left to right. A vanishing point on the 
left and below the composition, reinforced with strong architectural elements, forces the viewer to 
enter the picture from the right. The most dominant directional pull, however, is a vertical thrust 
upwards. We are not drawn into or repelled by this composition and it is a more natural viewpoint. 
In contrast, in Nightide (Fig. 3), we are pulled into and then dropped into the picture. This is 
a bird's eye view, and its almost like being in a plane thats flying into a canyon of large buildings. 
There is deep depth of field and an awareness of movement in this intaglio. We tend to think of 
skyscrapers as static structures, but they are so large, and the elements o repetitive, that we have 
to move our head or eyes in order to see them. I have exaggerated this sense of movement, and 
in the process have created a feeling of mystery. 
My paintings are dramatically different han my drawings or prints. Their size and the use of 
a wide range of colors account for this difference. Their size (in the 4 x 6 ft range or larger, I have 
done several mural commissions) tends to intimidate the viewer, and color always introduces varied 
visceral reactions. 
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Fig. 2. Uptown; intaglio, etching, aquantint and drypoint, 21½ x 16~2 ", 1979. (Collection: The Brooklyn 
Museum, Brooklyn, N.Y.) In this print, I force the viewer to enter from the bottom right. 
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Fig. 3. Nightide; intaglio, etching, aquatint and drypoint, 36 x 28", 1982. (Collection: The Victoria and 
Albert Museum, London.) There are over 10,000 cross-hatched lines in this print. 
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Fig. 4. Infernus; painting, acrylic on canvas, 54 x 68", 1984. (Collection: Refco Corporation, Chicago, Ill.) 
In this painting, I use a variety of earth colors combined with the amorphous light of night. 
The paintings are painted on a horizontal work surface. With a finished drawing as a model, 
I lay in the basic shapes of the buildings. I then tape off each building and fill in these masked 
areas with the appropriate color. When this is done, I use masking tape to tape off the windows 
and other architectural e ements. Changes are made in composition, color etc. until I arrive at the 
finished product. 
Infernus (Fig. 4), is one of my more complex compositions. There are multiple vanishing points 
and the underlinging composition is two diagonal ines from corner to corner. You are pulled in 
every direction and the infinite variety of angles, architectural details and varied size of the buildings 
reflect the seemingly chaotic but functioning American metropolis. The colors I use are a 
combination of the laws of color interaction, together with the colors of visual reality. In this 
painting I use a variety of earth colors combined with the amorphous light of night. My color is 
always secondary to my use of perspective. It is an additive subordinate to a strong linear structure. 
The lights in each building are all on or all off. I do this to reinforce the directional pull, and to 
heighten the sense of order. 
My work is about the gigantic man-made forms that dominate my surroundings. The human 
form is never depicted, but we are always aware of man's presence. The subject matter is man-made 
and the observer is always conscious of his or her vantage point, just outside the limits of the 
composition. Skyscrapers reflect the twentieth century in the same way that, Gothic cathedrals 
symbolize the middle ages. In my work, I try to capture the power of these monumental geometric 
structures. 
The surfaces of my paintings are pristine, and rigorous order defines all of my work, in this 
respect my work is Classical. But I change familiar forms into ubiquitous ymbols of twentieth 
century man, and this aspect of my work, I consider omantic. 
